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Everyone that Enters 
Treatment is Excited 
to be there?



The Substance 

Use Disorder 

Population

Many who engage in 
substance use do 
not recognize that their 
use is problematic or 
contributes to 
their problems

And it seems 
surprising that 
people don’t simply 
just stop…….



So, let's talk about 

"Difficult Clients"

• Create feelings of uneasiness

• Can lead to dread/avoidance

• Become Emotionally Reactive and don’t 

respond in a therapeutic manner

• Look at your side of the street, then walk 

over to theirs's



Common Challenging Client 

Presentations

• “I don’t need to be here”

• “This won’t help”

• “I don’t have a problem”

• “I am only here because of …..”

• “I am so happy to be here, thank you”



Why does 

treatment fail 

this 

population?

Inability to alter attitude towards everyday life

Lack a solid connection to something or 
someone

Lack of Hope: Belief that Treatment will not 
work for them

“Dry” clinical and educational approach

The Environment: Home/ Clinical



Diffusing Early Discord

• Anger, Complaints, Overall Resistance

Validation of Challenges

Reasons to Distrust

• “I want to be left alone”

On the same side

Helping move towards their goal

• Turning the Intensity Dial up will bring 

about undesired results



Possible 

Internal 

Reactions from 

the Helper

How much am I investing with this client?

“Working harder than the client”

“They don’t want it bad enough”

“They aren’t there yet”

And..They are at our doorstep with an 
opportunity



Denial: That sounds like a 

"You" problem

• Someone who continues to use is “in denial”

• Client Problem

• How do we break through Denial?



Direct Confrontation



Removing Early Roadblocks in 

the Relationship

• Remove Denial and Resistant from the vocabulary

• Sustain Talk- Maintain the status quo

• Discord-Disconnect in the alliance

• What are their needs?

• What do they value?

• What are their abilities?



Our Goal: 

Eliciting Motivation

• Motivation is influenced by clinician’s style

• Clinician's task is to enhance and elicit 

motivation

And

• “Lack of motivation” is a challenge to the 

clinician’s skills.



What is 
Motivational 
Interviewing?

• “A way of being with people, not 

just a set of techniques for doing 

counseling”
• Miller and Rollnick, 1991

• Motivational Interviewing is a client 

centered method for enhancing 

intrinsic motivation for change by 

exploring and resolving 

ambivalence.
• Miller and Rollnick, 2002



Ambivalence
• Experience of conflicting thoughts 

and emotions simultaneously

• Go vs. Stop

• Normal to have inconsistent thoughts

• “it’s miserable without you here, it is almost like 

your still around”



AMBIVALENCE AMPLIFIERS



Ambivalence Amplifiers

• Immediate pleasure vs potential negative consequences
• Sex, Drugs, Alcohol, Gambling

• Identification with behaviors
• Direct link between self and the behavior

• “Who I am”

• Take critiques as personal attacks

• Time
• “I will deal with it later”

• When you can not breath nothing else matters

• Negativity Bias
• Focus on the negative information

• Negative beliefs tend to get greater attention



Elements of Motivational Interviewing

Motivational 
Interviewing 

Spirit

Change 
Talk 

Principles

OARS



Conversation Styles

• Directing

• “I know what you should do, and this is how 

you do it”

• Following

• “I trust your wisdom, will stay with you, and 

let you work this out in your own way”

• Guiding

• Helper listens well and offers expertise 

when needed

• Treats the Client as the Expert on their life



Favorite Teacher 

Exercise

• Who was the person who motivated you to 

learn, inspired you to excel and try harder 

than you otherwise would have?

• Significant influences in your life

• What’s their name?

• What characteristics did they have?

• What inspired you to do or be your 

best?

• How did you respond to their efforts?



Favorite Teacher 

Exercise

• Examine the characteristics of this important 
person and compare them to three MI 
spirit characteristics: partnership, autonomy, and
evocation.

• Partnership is the tendency to work in 
harmony with others to solve a problem, 
address an issue, or pursue an idea. The 
process is supportive.

• Autonomy recognizes the ability and need of 
the other to choose his or her course, and it 
reflects faith in the ability of the other to 
choose wisely.

• Evocation is the action of one party bringing 
out the best in the other.



Acceptance

• Absolute Worth:

• No Labels: Every person has value, the 

ability to grow and change

• Accurate Empathy:

• To the Client it matters! See the 

problem as our client does, not as we 

do.

• Autonomy Support

• Opposite of this: Make people do 

things, coerce, control

• Affirmation

• Opposite of this: Search for what is 

wrong, tell them how to fix it!



Acceptance

• Stigma is present in treatment of those 

with Substance Use Disorders

• Symptoms of the disease lead to feelings 

of Uncomfortability in helpers

• Lying-Has been reinforced and is how needs 

get met.



Partnership

LOOSE YOUR OWN AGENDA 
AND ALIGN WITH THE 

CLIENT

GET ON THE FENCE WITH 
THEM

DANCE, DO NOT WRESTLE



Compassion
• "A deliberate commitment to pursue the 

welfare and best interests of the other 

(Miller & Rollnick, 2013).

• Also applies to the way we talk about our 

clients when they are not around



Remember your 

"Why"

Why did you choose to 

get into this field?



Evocation

Drawing out ideas rather 
than imposing

Patient as the expert



Evocation

• Strength Focused rather than deficit 

focused



Asking 

Evoking 

Questions

Disadvantages of 
status quo.

If you don’t make any 
changes, and continue 
as you are now, what do 
you think will happen?

Advantages 
of Change

If you do change, how do 
you see that affecting you?

Optimism for change
If you decide to change, 
what strengths do you think 
would help you be 
successful?

Intention to change
What is going to have to 
change to allow you to be 
successful?



New Year's Resolution’s

• Think about your New Year's Resolution..

How long had you been thinking about that?

Did you act on it?

What stopped you?



Now.............

• How would you have responded if 

someone who you just “were 

assigned to” gave you your 

resolution?



The Righting Reflex

• Desire to "Fix" what seems wrong with people

• You must…
Convince or persuade the person to do the right thing

Ask the right question

Find the proper arguments

Give the critical information

Provoke the perfect emotion

Pursue the right logic that will make the person see their wrongs 
and change



The Righting 

Reflex

WHAT THIS IS REALLY 
ABOUT.....

OUR OWN 
UNCOMFORTABILITY 

IN THE MOMENT



Drop the Rope If you do not push, there is nothing to push back 

against



" I like going out, but my partner is 
always interrogating me when I get home 

and searching through my phone. I 
don’t know what to do.

"You should probably stop 
going out and change your 
passcode if you don’t like it. 
That should probably help"

You are worried about your 
relationship with your wife and 
how your choices impact the 
trust. What options do you 

see for yourself?



All my Boyfriend does is 
smoke weed in a basement 
with his friends. He is never 

going to change.

Your boyfriend is a 
loser, and you should 

leave him in that 
basement with his loser 

friends. Let's go!

You see that marijuana 
and his friends are 

impacting your 
relationship, and this is 
really bothering you. 
Have you two worked 
through issues like this 

before?



Engaging Focusing Evoking Planning 
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Core processes of Motivational Interviewing 



Ideas for Engaging
• Soft open

• Asking permission to discuss a subject

• Emphasize and affirm…

Goals

Importance

• Avoid…

Assessor mode

Expert mode

Premature focus on a certain part of a problem
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Exercise: Helper 

Characteristics

Under what conditions would you 

be totally open, honest and 

vulnerable with someone?



The Core Skills: 

OARS

• Open Ended Questions

• Affirming

• Reflective Listening

• Summarizing



Affirming

Catch them doing well!

The most powerful affirmations come from self

Lowers defensiveness

Increases engagement

May directly facilitate change



Affirming

• Statement of the client and their strengths

• Not just an encourager or an "Atta boy"

• Consider starting with "You"

• "You care deeply about your husband"

• "Your relationship is really important to you"

• "You are proud of what you accomplished"



Reflective Listening

• Good Reflective Listening keeps the person talking, exploring and considering

• Reflective statements evoke less defensiveness and encourages more exploration.

• Let's the other person know you are trying to understand their experience

• These are statements, not questions .

You are feeling uncomfortable?

You are feeling uncomfortable.



Overshooting and 
Undershooting 
Reflections

• Undershooting: Understate 

slightly what the client has 

offered

• Overshooting: Overstate 

slightly what the person has 

offered



Devil's Advocate 

Approach

• Giving voice to the sustain talk

• Allows the client to hear their internal 

sustain talk

• Name their own reasons for change

• Utilized as a commitment strategy



Support self-efficacy

Have to find a way to instill hope!

Support Being Comfortable with the person 
looking back in the mirror

A person's own belief that they 
can complete a task successfully

Most of the people we interact with are 
discouraged and have creative defenses to 

keep them safe

Client’s must feel that we believe 
that they can change 
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